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SMALL GROUP COMMUNICATION RESEARCH OF THE 1970'S: 
A SYNTHESIS AND CRITIQUE 


John F. Cragan and David W. Wright 


ABSTRACT 


This essay summarizes and critiques the one hundred studies on small group 
communication that have been pub! ished In sciich communtcation Journals 
from 1969 to 1978. The small group IIterature Is classified Into three 
new lines of research which focus on the communication varlables of small - 
group processes and three continuing Itnes of research, reals leadershlp, 
- discussion, and pedagogy.” The studies are analyzed In light of the criti- 
‘ clsm spawned by Becker's 1970 call. for a re-examination of smal 1 "group 
research. Finally, seven recommendi*ions are set forth that suggest ways 


of Improving the quallty of sma! group communtcatton research. 
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SMALL GROUP COMMUNICATION RESEARCH OF THE 1970'S _ 
A SYNTHESIS AND CRITIQUE 


John F. Cragan and Oavid W. Wright. 
IIIInols State University . 

In 1970, ‘Semuel L. Becker, as editor of Speech Monographs, called 
Into question the frultfuiness of our research on group processes. ! ‘He 
stated that It was hls conviction that our discipline should be making 
rapid advances In the area of small group communtcatlon. Thus, In @ prece : 
edent setting act, Becker called upon two of his assoclate editors to 
assess the status of small group research In speech communication . said 


G. Bormann and Dennis S.° as responded te his call In a now-famous exe 


-change .2 In the spece. of a year, flve more speech communication scholars 


‘sensed and expressed Becker's concern for the quality of smal! group . 


research. 3 


The purpose of this essay Is threefold: (1) to summarize speech 


commun! cation scholars’ major concerns In ig aig research; (2) to cate- 


gorize, critique, and synthesize tho small group research of the 1970's; 
and (3) to make: research recommendations for our disclpline'’s continued 7 


study of smail group communicatton. 


The Calt-for_Research _ 


Historically, our discipline has felt that discussion methods should 


serve as the focal point for our study of smal! group behavior. 4 The 


dialogue that took place In our Journals In 1970 and 1971 clearly reflects 
a call for an expanded and redefined clalm of our discipline to the study 


of group processes. Mortensen forcibly argued that the parameters for 


our discipline's study of groups should be through the establishment of a 
communication theory of group behavior and that we should prioritize our 
work by focusing on communication varlables.> Fisher reinforced Mortensen's 
call for a communication theory of group behavior and, In addition, argued 
that the "task" group should be the object of our study.° 

Although most critics agreed upon the need for the study of commun tca- 
tlon verlables in on-going groups, “there emerged only two attempts at 
establishing a framework for bulliding a theory of small groups.’ Fisher 


and Hawes responded to the call for a process theory by acknowledging = =«_—=>—s# 
pele 


McGrath and Altman's observation thet previous attempts at theorizing about’ 
groups by soclal scientists was done from a. logico-deduct!ve approach.® 
Consequently, they recommended an analytical approach which Involved the 
process of generating theory from the data. Analoging from general systems 
theory, Fisher and Hawes detal! an approach for bul iding group theory which .. 
culminated In thelr Interact System Model.? Gouran did not offer a model 
for bul iding @ process group theory but Instead provided an outline that 
categorized the varlables most Important In evolving a theory of decision- 
making group communication, The three-part sch2ma Is composed of: (1) 
group outcome variables, (2) communication behaviors, and (3) the context 
of communication, !0 | 

Attempts at theory-bullding at the turn of the decade may have appeared 
premature to many speech communication scholars since problems of research 
des!gn occupled much of our attention. In fact, the thrust of the Bormann- 
Gouran Interchange of 1970 centered on the Issue of research design. 
Bormann stated that the major difficulty of small group research Is that It 
has been conducted In untversity laboratories ustng rather simple Input- 


output designs. He stated: 


qT 


af - The fact Is, however, that while laboratory studles of smal! group 
ie | phenomena tend to be elegant In.research design and methodology, 
sophisticated In statistical treatment, and sultable for publ l- 
cation as a brief research report, they are not very useful In 


providing knowledge about group process. '! 


In addition, he quarreled with the concepts that were claimed to be opera- 
tlonallzed tn ‘lab studies; 0.g., leadership, authoritartanism, and product= 
Ivity. And finally, Bormann doubted that the mapulation of ‘a vartable:tn 
a flfteen-minute test-tube group has any relattonship to on-golng groups-in 
the real world. Gouran agreed with much of Bormann's critictsn; however, 
he felt there was a place for critical-varlable laboratory research If 
properly daa laced, Fisher articulated Bormann!s- Implicit suggestions for 
more frultful research In small groups when he listed the following sIx 


recommendations: 


(1) Research should study groups--not collections of Indi viduals 
* . F « « + 3 (2) Research should ut!I1ze a group task--not an Individual 
task. » » 3 (3) Research should observe directly the Interactive : 
features of group task... 3 (4) Research should consider ele- - 
ments of time as Inherent In small group task performance ttee f 
(5) Research should elther place greater emphasis on observing 
establIshed groups In the fleld or take greeter care In forming 
laboratory groups . . . ; and (6) Resgarch shold employ a process 


research model and reject an Input-output model . . . 4 


In 1973, Gouran provided two additional guidelines for destgning research: 


(1) focus on sequential relatlonships among unlts on communication, and 


a 
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(2) move from bivarlate to multivariate designs. '3 . 

The last area for criticism of smal! group research that Becker spawned | 
appears to be the problem areas centerIng*around data analysis. Bormann and 
Gowran agreed that the procedures used prior to 1970 were not the most appro= 
priate. Gouran S. tpected that " . . . a substantial number of small group 
researchers (as well as researchers In other behavioral sclences) seem to 
allow the statistical procodures they employ to dictate thelr cholce of 
questions rather than al(iowing thelr questions to dictate thelr cholce of 
statistics."'4 Bormann felt that our knowledge of group phenomena was not 
sufficient to werrant the sophisticated statistical procedures that were 
being used. In fact, he advocated setting aside "all the trappings of the 
laboratory and search for knowledge about how groups work, t!9 By 1972, 
Gouran was advocating more sophisticated statistical procedures, such as 
Pees analysis, In order to analyze data generated by newly app | ted 
designs used by speech communication scholars In thelr. attempts to study 
groups as ap ss of many Interacting smal! group varlables. "© 

The ee resulting from Becker's call fora re-examination of our . 
small group research can be summarized In the fél lowing manner: 


(1)-Our discipline's clalm to the continulitg study of group processes 


should be broadened to Include not only the examinakjon of group methods, 
but also the InIitlation of research that would generate a communication theory 
of small! groups, with particular emphasis on the communication process of 
the: task group. | 

(2) The problems of butlding a small group communication theory appear 
to be related to the acknowledged barrenness of previous small: group research 
designs, the low relationship between communication concepts and the opera- 


tional definitions of them (particularly the definition of a "small group’), 


Veuty te 
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and the Inappropriate appi'cation of statistical procedures for data analysis 


In small group studies. yi 


¢ 
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Synthesis of-Small Group Research of the 1970's 


The last ten years of smal} group research In speech communication has 
- generated approximately one hundred studies. These studles can be roughly 
classified Into three new ifnes of research and three contInulng IInes of 
research. The new I Ines are characterized by thelr focus on communication 
varlables as they relate to group processes. The three traditional IInes of 
research reflect our continued Interest-4n discussion methbds, ‘In leadership 


as a small group varlable, and In the teaching of smal! groups. 


New Lines wf Research 


The 1970's. are truly marked by the response to Becker's call for re- 
search. As contrasted to the 1960's, the majority of studles of the present 
decade attempted to Identify a number of communication variables. As one 


might expect, the df ferent conceptual izations of the unIt of communication 


and the number of communication concepts Identified by the fifty-six studies 


‘that constitute the three new IInes of research are quite diverse Table 1 
contains ten category systems of communication concepts. As Indicated In . 
Table 1, the literature reveals a wide varlety of operational def Ini tions : 
of communication as a concept In small ‘group processes. “We have ten dif- 
ferent category systems based on elght different definitions of communica- 
fon. Definitions of a unIt of communication have ranged from a Single 
thought through complete Individual statements to Interaction of statements 
to multiple Interactions of statements (I.e., themes) and even Including a 


complete discussion as a communication unit. of 
: w) 
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The IIsts of communication variables represent attempts ot -deseribing 


In & fatrly exhaustive sense the communtcatton behavior that occurs In small 


_ groups. These IIsts range from five to eleven communication varlables with 


8 good deal of redundancy of some concepts Ike orlentation, tension, and 


- agreement. The rich variance that. we ‘see In the basic definition of com= 


munication and the specific lists of sain cation varlables can best be 
understood by first examining the basic ratlondte of each category. In 1969, 
Gouran Isolated sixteen ‘conmunt cet on verlables derlved primartly from bis 


reading Gf discussion textbooks of the previous thifty years. 18 He devel - 


oped this list for the purpose of determining what varlebles were Important” 


for achleving a discussion outcome, nenely consensus. Later Gouran, et al.,— 
developed a system for measuring percel ved group quality.. Other lists of ,: 
communication varlables were developed by Fisher and Gouran;. Baird rit 


Stech; Chesebro, Cragan, and McCullough; and Mabry »for discussing group” 


4? 


structure or phases of the commun lent ion process of 8 group over time. AS 


Leathers, Godsken, Lashbrook, Champagne, and MeCroskoy and Wel ght developed 
systems In ordes to create Instruments that could be ey to measure commu= x 


nication Interaction. These Instruments are called apactivly LFRI, 


. PROANA 5, and IBM. ee ass ie 


Insert Table! § * 


Although the new lines of research In the 1970's have communication 
varlables as thelr commonality, they are best described by thelr differences. | 
The first new line of research jocks af communication variables and measures 
thelr significance In terms of group outputs. The second IJIne of new research ; 
looks at communication varlables In order to describe the communication process 


of groups over time. The third new Hine of research looks at communication 


fe Ae 


‘ 


* . : . y 
TT  ————<—<<<—<————— 


verienlas !n group settings for uses other than bul tding a conmmunteation 
theory of smal! groups. 

Critical Variable Ling of Research. The best example of the first new 
line of research that looks at communication varlables In terms of output Is 
the Sais of studies dealing with orléntation.and consensus. In hls disser- 
tation Gouran found that orlentation Is related to discussion outcomes . He 
stated: "The statements of consensus groups. will be higher In orlentation 
than the statements of acs ene groips."'9 This finding spawned "a 
number of subsequent studles. Table 2 dlsnteys, the definitions of three 
_ concepts (small group, orlentatioiz and consensus), Including thelr opera- 
tlonallzattons as ‘they ware utI!1zed In the six studfes done In orlentatlon- 
consensus research In the last decade 20 
Insert Tabie 2 
The orlentation-consensus research, which Is partially reflected In 


Table 2, ts by far the most coherent and consIstently Investigated relation- 


ship In the speech c 


However, an examination|of the Table Indicates that even In a narrow and 


closely-tled Ine of rebearch, Important differences surface that speak to 


* the Initial criticism of small group communication research ralsed by Bormann 


In 1970. First, the. pet tional definition of the concepts undergo marked 
change, yet the research orts In our journals do not discuss the rationale 
for these changes... »As Toble Bindleates, Gouran's original research def Ined 
: consensus as onan) nous agreement by discussants on a single policy question 

yet, thereafter, consensiis Is operationalized as "distance form," or "levels 


of agreoment" as measured by shi ft-of-opInion scales, and later a percelved 


consensus test. Wo find It remarkable that our Journals do not contain a 


' & lp 
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unication smafl group literature of the last ton yoars, 


fe . lengthy discussion dea.ing with Just flcattons for such definitions. 

s Second, the bullding of a IIst of discreet communication variables | 
thet work, toward bul Iding communtcat ton ach lanstions of small group processes | 

_ts blurred by many cholces made In designing orlentation-consensus research. 
As can be seen In Table 2, changes In the conceptual and operational defini — 
tions of orientation ralse questions about what concept Is being studied. 
Knutson's research on orlentatton adds to Gouran's descri ptlon of orfentetion, 
the attribute of "lessening tenston." As Table 1 Indicates, tension has 
beon a separate and Important concept In attempts by other speech commun | 
cation scholars to Isolate key communication variables In small group deci- 

- Slon-making.” Even with!In the orlentitlon-consensus line of research, we 


‘find examples of concept transformations. “Kilne In 1970 partially defined, 


In operational terms, opinionatedness statements contalning more sel f- , 


referrent words (1, me, my, mine, mysétf)2!; whereas KlIne and Hull inger In 
. the 1973 study define these self-reforrent words as characteristic of the 
concept, self-orlentation.“2 This sort of slippage In the use of communica- 
_ tion concepts works a hardship In our attempts to bulld P communication based 
theory of small groups. . 
Gouran, Brown, and fenny: argue that It Is useful to know the relative 
Importance of communication vartables In smal! group processes.2> Certaluty, | 
one of the best ways to do this Is by measuring those vartables agalnst some 
Important dependent varlable. Obviously consensus Is one of these. . However, 


this first new IIno of resoarch, while avolding much of tho-criticism that 
was ralsed at the dur of the decade, Stitt Illustrates some of the problems | 
py critical varlable reseerch In small group communication. | 
al Process Line of Research. In-contrast to the first lino of new Parearehe 


the second IIne stresses communication varlables that describe communtcatton 


/ 
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processos of groups over time. The research of the last decade ‘reveals 2 
tendency for theso two Ines of research to produce a dichotomy with respect . 
to how a smal! group Is operationally dofined In the research. Gouran's- | ne 
research In 1969 reports ‘ definition of a smal! group thet Is typical of. 
the, first line of research. A yoar later Fisher was utilizing a different 
type of group definition which Is typical of the second IIne of new research. 
This dichotomy of how groups have been operationally dofined represents one 
difference between these two newlines of research. Table 3 displays the 


1969 Gouren prototypo and the 1970 Fisher prototype group definitions with 
thelr distinguishing choracteristics.24 The Table Indicates duration of the 


- discussion and the number of group member characteristics that were controlled 


for and It polnts up the major differences between the Type A and Type B 


operationallzations of a small group. To some ‘degree these differences can 


" be expected Inasmuch as ‘a Type A definition helps tn contro!iing for a critl- 


eal communication -varlable that Is to be measured, while a.Type B definition 


helps Insure that there wit! be varied and rich discussion In studying the 


Interaction of communication varlables over time. 
Insert Table 3 


However, .If we push these two definitions -tco far eaiy from each other, 
we may run the risk that Darwin Cartwright describes In his examination of 
196 "risky-shi ft" studles.2> Cartwright senataaeas "After tan years of 
research, Stoner's orlgInal problem remains unsolved. We still do not know 
how the risk-taking behavior of "real-I! fe" groups compares with that of 
Indi viduals ."26 j 

Part of the reason for the breakdown of the "risky-shi ft" research Is 


that the predictive theory devoloped In the lab didn't work In the fleld. 


ie 
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' ' If we persist In operationalizing one kind of small group for developing 
predictive statemonts in the lab and another kind of definition for describ- 
Ing natural groups, wo may find ourselves with two small group. communication 
theories: one that predicts communication behavior of brief zero history 
groups In the ta and another theory that only provides 8 post hoc description 
of the natural behavior of declston-makIng groups In the fleld. 

soe What marks this second Ine of research In the 1970's as new Is that new 
categories of communication varaables were used as the data base for deter- 
mining the stages or phases of group development. Table 4 contains the five 
stagic descriptions of the communtecation process of small groups reported In 
the 1970's literature.” Fisher's reacerch and Mabry's research present four 
stage models of task groups|, with Eltts and Fisheri providing thé:phases of 
conflict Ine lech group. Chesebro! Cragany and McCullough's ‘research pro- 
duced a four stage description of consciousness-raising ret while another - 
study by Mabry IdentI fled three stages In encounter groups. 

In addition to the studies that developed stagic explanations of commu=- 
nication process, based on the Interaction of amin teaFion varlables, this 
second IIne of research contalned another strain that looked at the distri- 
butlonal and sequential communication structure In small groups. In the 

_ tradition of Bales, and using a modified 3ales category system, Gouran and 
Baird In 1972 Initiated research to describe distributional and sequential 


patterns over the time span of problem-solving and Informal groups. A 


number of studies followed that attempt to define certain aspects of the 


Initial study of Gouran and Baird.-° 


Insert Table 4 


publish replications of frevious research. Probably the most remarkable 


a communication category system analogous to the category system Fisher used 


The rich and meaningful gescriptions contained In communication terms . 
of small groups that the research’ of this decade has produced has been exe 


tremely beneficial to our understanding of group processes. However, this 


"second IIne of new research has some of the weaknesses found In the first 


lIne. Table 1 depicts the varied conceptual izations of the basic unit of 
comnun!icat ion that would be examined In a. group discussion In order to 

actuate the various IIsts of communication behaviors. With such rich vari- 
ety, It Is difficult to summarize, and In fect even determine, relationships 
between ‘similar communication variables across ‘communication studies. For 
exemple, Mabry looked at "communication themes" while Fisher Investigated 
units of verbal Interaction. Fisher used a communication varlable called 
Agreement and Mabry used a communication variable: labelled AffectIvity 
(sequence of agreement or disagreement, anger or laughter. ?9 ‘So we have 
two similar looking variables fitted over two different size chunks of group 
talk producing two different IIsts (four stagic concepts each) that work 


towards describing the conmmunccation process of a task group. 

In examining efght studies In Speech Monog-aphs for the pertod 1970-71, —— 
Bochner highlighted the problens of rel lability and validity with respoct to | 
developing operational definitions of communication concepts that can be . 
used to describe communication processes In small groups.” ; Bochner's critl- 


clsm Is easlly sustained, primarily because of our fallure to elther do or 


observation of the approximately one hundred studies done In small group 
communication tn: the last ten years Is that not one of these Is a replication 


of a previous study. Thls omlsslon Is*compounded by our tendencles to avold 


synthes!s even where It might be possible. For example, Ellis and Fisher use 


Ae 
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In his original study. Both studles were On decision-making groups, both 
studies produced a stagic explanation of group process, yet the Ellis and 
Fisher report does not attempt to Integrate or even explain how thelr three 
stages of conflict fit with Fisher's four stages of group development. 

_This seemed an obvious thing to do as Fisher's orlginal second stage was 
called conflict. The reports of the two studles lald side-by-side does not 
give enough Information for.us to ever bagin to explain the relationshlp— 
between the findings of the two studles. Despite the fact that we have varl- 
ous descriptions of the process of groups that are hard to generalize from, 
we should be pleased with the accomplishments that have been made. Ten years 
ago, we were subject to the criticism that we had no communication explana- 
tion of group processes over time, while today we ae fortunate enough to be 
troubled with the problems of synthesizing a helathy IIst.- 


Tangential Line of Research. The third new IIne of research In small 


"group processes contalns elghteen studles that roughly can be class!tled-——— 


Into two types." The first type of research tends to examine smal! group 
processes predominantly from social psychological lenses and thus does not 
work towards a communication "why" explanation of smal! groups. Although 
the research Is quite useful from a larger soclal sclenca perspective, It — 
does not further directly the call set out In 1970 for a communication theory 
of small group behavior. The second type of research In this third new IIne 
treats small groups as merely a setting for testing concepts that would work 
toward a general communication theory, and thus thls research does not speak 
directly to commun! cat ton that Is unlque to the small group process. 
Itlustrative of the first type on this third new IIne of research Is a 
study by Bochner and Bochner entitled, "A Multivariate Investigation of 


Machlavel!tanism and Task Structure In yur Groups."°2 This research 
; U 
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demonstrated that "Machlavelifan profiles had a decided effect on group 


Interaction, particularly task-related communicatlve acts.""> This research 


points to the utility of a psychological Sal Wiis to predict commu- 
nication behavior; this sort of research does not bulld a communication theory 


that explains group processes but Instead bullds a psychological theory of 


group behavior. This type of research reduces communication concepts toa 


secondary role In smal! group theory-bul Idling. 


On the other hand, a number of traditional soclal psychological concepts 


have been operationallzed In speech communication research as essential ly 


communication concepts. This research has moved toward a communication theory 


of conflict. Some of the studies of communication conflict have dealt with 


communication conflict In groups and thus the ulltmate utl lity of the re- 
search Is not yet clear.°4 This research may bulid a theory of conflict 


commun tcat ton that appiles to many settings or the research may form a sub- 


set of a communication theory of small group processes. 


The second type of Investigation In this third new IIne. of research 


—-studtes-communtcation-conceptsIn-group settings that have atready been 


estab!Ished as Integral parts of theorles that are not unique to smal! group: 


processes alone. An example of this type of research Is a study of McCroskey, | 


Young, and Scott entitied, "The Effects of Message Sidedness and Evidence on 


Inoculation Against Counterpersuaston In Smal! Group Communication."9> One 


of the findings was: "Subjects were less Influenced by counterpersuasion 


In a small group communication setting when the Initial persuader employed 


a two-sided, refutational message than when he employed a one-sided massage ."96 


Although this research Is meaningful In terms of bullding a persuasion theory, 


obviously the findings are at best tangential to a communication theory of 


"small group processes. 


a a aaa aa 
' This third new I!ne of research contains many laudable contributtons to 
the speech communication disciptine; however, the research taken as a whole 
— does not work directly towards the bullding of a communication theory of 


small group processes. © 
Continulag Lines of Research 


The last ten yeers reflects continuing Interest In three wel l-establ Ished 
lines of reszarch in small group processes: leadershIp, discussion, and 
pedagogy. The +hres continuing lines of research Include thirty-three 
studltes which are evenly distributed among ihe three lines. The leadership 
and pedagogy Ines ‘show signs of being influenced] by Becker's call but the 

F discussion tine of ‘research does not. . 

Leadership Line of Research, “Traditionally, Teadership has been an on= 

gotng Interest of speech conmmunication scholars and the. last decade supports 


this trend. Since 1970 there have been thirteen pleces of rocoarth reloted 


to small group leadership behavior.>” Gouran's review of leadership ap- 


ee . 


proaches serves as a rough framework for ‘classtfytng-the research In this 
area. Essentlally, Gouran reviewed four mejor approaches to the study of 
leadership: tralt, style, situational, and functional. Further, he suggesto1 
that the functional approach would prov!de the major cos of study for future 
research In small group studfes. | 

Only two studies could be classifled as research on the functional 
approzch to lecdership.29 if anything, the Jast decade raflects a renewed 
Interest? In the trelt approach to leadersh'o. Traditional tralt concepts 
such as power, authority, extroversion, character attitude, personality, and 
a special Interest .on the Impact of sex on leaders In smal! groups have re- 


_ celved the bulk of attentlon.40 This new trait research differs from some 


u 
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' ' Old approaches In that the tralts are not viewed as Invariant attributes 
that distinguish leaders from non leaders regardless of task and group compo- 
sition, but Instead are viewed In terms of the Interaction with varlous ele- 
ments of the group situation. | 
The styles of leadership approach was the second most popular area of 
leadersh!p study In the 1970's. Like the tralt research, the three stylis- 
tlc studies do not treat the three part division of autocratic, democratic, 
and lalssez-falre styles In the traditional manner, but Instead emphasize 
the communi cation Paiaiiece associated with leader styles.4! Finally, there 
were Just two studies thet could be clearly Identified es stressing the 
situational approach. 42 ; 7 
Although Ihe leadership IIne of research since Gouran's 1970 plece con- 
tains famiitar research strategies and theoretical concepts, the research | 
taken as a whole does reveal a sensitivity to the criticisms that were ralsed 
at the beginning of the decade. The research designs are much Improved; 
however, the major change that has occurred Is a new emphasis on the commu- 
AT eative hehavtors of teaders. —To-thts—degree,—this—contInulng IIn 


research works toward bullding a communt cation explanation of smal! groups. 


Discussion Line of Research. The second contInulng traditional Ine of 
research over the past decade Includes thirteen stadia on discusston.4> 
Car! Larson, In his 1971 review of speach communication studies of the 1960's, 
Indicates that the major concentration was on problem solving group thinking 
patterns.” This trend continued, by and large, In the same veln since 
Larson's report. The discusslon I!ne of research does not reflect the call 
‘for bullding a communication fheory of small group processes. We continue , 


to malntaln a dichotomy between discusslo1 principles and practices and the 


area of small group communication processes. 


16 


Pedagogy Line of Research. The last traditional !!ne of research 
“relates to the teaching of small groups. The ten articles on smal! group 
pedagogy contain good advice on the teaching of varlous concepts and proced- 
ures .45 An excellent example of Innovative work on teaching smal! group 
communication ts Shields and Kidd's, "Teaching Through Popular Flim: A 
Smal! Group Analysts of The Poseldon Adventure." However, the pedagogical 
article that relates directly to Becker's call for research Is the one by ie 
Bormann.” Bormann argues that speech communication's legitimate and tradi- ; 
tlonal object of study In the Interdiscip!inary area of smal! group processes 
Is the task group. HIs argument on what we ought to teach Is consistent with 
the decade's concern for communication behaviors of small groups, whife at .- 
the same time remaining true to our continuing Interest In discussion prin- 
ciples. | 


The one hundred articles that have been pub! Ished In the last decade are 


——dIsplayed_In Table 5. We have classi fled the research Into s!x I Ines of 


\ 
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research (three new and three old) and IIst the articles that criticize 
_ small group research as a snventh area. Table 5 graphically Indicates the 
Impact of Becker's call for research. Fifty-six studies formed new 

of research In small group processes and thirty-elght of these work dlfectly 
toward buliding a communication theory to explain and predict smal | group 


” processes. 
Research Recommendatlons 


In examining the small group research of the 1970's, certaln obsercatlons 
man!fest themsieves. This section details the seven general research recom- 
mendations that we fee! would assist speech communication scholars In doing 


small group research. These recommendations are made not from the perspectl ve 


| 4g 


7 
. ‘ of an Individual plece of research, or even a given tine of research, but : 
from the bellef that a coordinated effort by the members of our discipline e 
Is needed If @ communication theory of small group processes Is to be ad- 
vanced. The research rece::mendat!ons ary as foliows: | 
The_repl ication of major smal! group communication studies needs . 
to be strongly encouraged. Of the one hundred artictes published In small 
group communication over the last ten years, not one study was a replication 
of 8 previously published plece uf research. Since the rumber of worthy 
, studies currently uxewae the abl ity o# Sur professional orgenization to | 
provide space fer pub! Ication, there Is a tendency to give priority to . 
research that contributes "new knowledge.” Given this polnt, a circular 
argument occurs In that researchers will tend to avoid replications In thet 


high status Is not attached to these efforts and they have not been previ- 


ously recognized In the Journals. {f we are to change this pattern and begin 


to conduct and publish replicaticn studies, then more attention needs to be 
given to the specific aspects of the research needed by scholars who were 


——— —not_tni flatly Involved with the original research ere ae tae so that rane 


' 


can produce replications. 
2. Future research should focus on the clarification of operattonal 
definitions of the unit of communication that Is used In stucylng the 


communicative Interaction of small groups. Using a wide varlety of opera- 


tional definitions ofa communication unit (e.g., laéa, statement, them, 


whole discussion), we have generated some rather stmifar looking IIsts of 


communication behaviors and som roughly analogous stages In grcup processes. 
The lack of precision in what we call one bit of small group communication 


may account for the differences we find In the IIsts cf communication he- 


havlors we see and the stagic developments of groups. On the other hand, It 
a. % 
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may not matter at all how precis¢ or similar we are In our operational define 
Ition of communication. By directing our studies to how Important a unit of 


communication Is In small group research, we may be able to study group 


‘behavior In a more coherent fashion In pursult of a communication: exp! ana- 


| tlon of small groups. 


3. A_welghted, sa hutachiciae IIs + of comnunicaticn behaviors that 
occur_in small groups needs to'be generated. About seventy-five different 


communication behaviors In small groups have been Isolated as a part of ten 


different IIsts. On the surface, It appears there Is great redundancy In 
these IIsts and a small, useful Ist could be factored out. Furthermore, 
we should work on determining the relative Importance of these behaviors 


and how they function. In relation to each other Ja the group process. 


Therefore, It would probably not be preductive for future research to con- 


centrate cee generation of more IIsts of communication behaviors 


that occur in sm groups. 


4. Small group phasic research should work toward generalization. 
Numbers of rich fleld and lab studles demonstrating the utility of class! fy- 


\ 
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Ing and labelling group communtcation—tnto-stages needs to be conducted. In a 


addition, we need to design research that predicts elther successIve stages 
for some useful purpose, or predicts group outcomes based upon’ stagle de- 


velopment. 


5. There should be a clear relationshIp between the findings of our 2 


‘smal! group research and the knowledge and training that Is imparted In our 


textbooks and classrooms. The correlation between what we have been re- 
searching and what we have been teaching Is not high. We tend to teach a 


lot of prescriptive discussion skI lis, and yet In the last ten years we - 


have done |Ittle research on the appropriateness of these skIIIs. Conversely, | 
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we have concentrated our research efforts on smal! group behavior, yet many : | 


speech communication textbooks on smal! groups do not reflect this research. 
In fact, some textbooks tend to focus almost exclusively on theorles and 


findings of other disciplines. 


? —— ~6.- -Small group research efforts In the field of f_speech communication 
: should :be conducted by @ greater number of scholars. “Most Ph.D. programs In | 


speech communication offer graduate courses In small group processes. How- = 


ever, the bulk of the research In the last ten years has been shouldered by 
relatively few scholars and Institutions. Given the tremendous amount of 
work that needs to be done In bullding viable communication theorles of 
, small groups, shouldn't more of us be Involved? 
7. Extraordinary coopera: lve efforts may be required to produce rapid 
advancement In small group consuntcation research. One: of the governing 


principles of our professional organization's holding conventions and funding 


scholarly Journals Is to malntaln the nécessary cooperat!ve dialogue that Is 
required If we are to advance the knowledge of our discipline. Currently 
.the dlalogue among smal! group sone lars as It Is expressed In Journal articles. 


and convention ‘programs has not been ‘sufficlent to ‘reach the goals” that 


becker set forth In his original call for research. This Is In part due to 
the fact that small group communication Is not a separate Interest group In 
our nattonal organizations, and In part due to the IImited space In our 
Journals. Therefore, It may be necessary for us to go outside the normal, 
structural channels that have been establIshed for small! group communication 
». dlalogue within the discIpline. Vehicles that might faci !Itate an Increase — 
In dialogue are: (1) a speclal conference, (2) a-common resource center, — 
and (3) a newsletter on research notes. 


‘The last ten years have been very productive and exciting ones for smal] 
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group communication scholars. The challenge that Becker set forth In 1970 
has been taken up and we now have three new IInes of research that are re- 
sponsive to the criticisms made by Bormann, Gouran, Fisher, Mortenson, and 
Larson. Although much of our research stil! falls prey to this criticism, 
we have Isolated a number of a ec variables which play significant 
les In the small group process. We have provided stagic descriptions of 
groups over time as determined by communication Interaction of members. We 
have focused on the ongoing baslc¢ group and contrasted It with other -kInds 
of swall groups. Our continuing IInes of research In leadership and pedagogy 
also reflect Becker's call for conmunication research. — | : 
Future research should work towards synthesis and replication through 
a cooperative dialogue of scholars with focus on the description and predic- 
tlon of communication behaviors of the small group. Hopefully, the efforts 


of the next decade will help us In establishing an even firmer based com- 


munication theory of small group processes. , 


. Table 1° 


COMMUNICATION CONCEPTS PRESENT IN SMALL GROUP PROCESSES: 


t 


CRITICAL VARIABLES 


Unit of 


gation 


Commun |= 
cation 


Variables 


Author 


Unit of 
Commun |= 
cation 


Communi =. | 
cation 


Varlabhes 


er 


Gouran (1969) 
a 


Statements 


Clarity 


Op! nionatedness 
Interest 
Amount of Inform- 
ation 
Provocativeness | 
Orlentation 
Objectivity 
Length 


Stech (1970) 


Utterance 


Phatic i 


Procedural 

Ranking 

Positive Response 
Negatl ve Response 
Justl fication 
Personal-Emotiona! 


Leathers (1969) 


Stimulus Statements & 
Feedback Responses 


_ Del lberateness 


Relevance 

Atomi zation : : 
Fidelity : 
Tenston 

Ideatlon 

Flexfblilty 
Digress.on 


Involvement 


McCroskey & Wright (1971) 


Stimulus Statements & 
Segments 


Orientation 
Tension 
Flexiblifty 
Relevance 
Interest 
Verbostly 


Fisher (1970 


Verbal Interaction 


Asserted 

Seeking 

Interpretation 
Substantlation 
Clarification 

Mod! fication - 
Summary 

Agreement 

Favorable Toward Proposa! 


Unfavorable Toward Proposal 


Amb! guous Toward Proposal, 


Bodaken, Lashbrook, Champagne 


(1971) 


Message: 
Interaction 


Balance of Participation 
Communication Line Usage 
Clique Groups 

Detrimental Clique Groups 
Communication Propensity 
LeadershIp 

|solation 

Dom! nance 


or 
. 2 . . ewe re @ Oe 1 ee hd 


Patterned & Unpa*terned 


Iz: 


Gouren & Baird (1972) 


EE a eee a ee 
‘Themes (Rhetorlaal 
Characteristics) 


‘Statenent’s (Mod! fled 


Bales) 


Initiation of a Theme 
Expression of Agreement 


Chesebro, Cragan, McCullough 


(1973) 


_ "LE = you = us = we = they" 
Noncombative vs. Combative 


Expression of Disagreement Climate: 


Gives Information 
Asks for Information 


Pa 
Gouran, Brown, & Henry 


Hostile 


Temporal Aspects: 
Past, Future 


Fantasy 


(1978) 


Complete Group DI scussion 


Relevance of Issues 
Handling of Issues 
Amplificatlons — 
Goal-Directedness 
Documentat Ion 
Examination of Issues- 
Leadership Functions 


_ Interpersonal Relations 
Evenness of ParticI pat! 


‘, 


on 


Table 1 (cont.) 


Communication Themes 


Fisher (1970) 


(Parsons PVM) 


Affectivity 


Dif fuseness 
Particularlsm 
Qual Ity 


' Neutral ity 


Speci ficity 
Universal !sm 
Performance 
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“ORIENTATION-CONSENSUS RESEARCH: 
DEFINITION OF THREE CRITICAL VAR|ABLES 


Definition ; Definition of 


Definition o a ee 


Of Group Orlentation Consensus 
Gouran Number _of Groups: Verbal: “A statement Is Verbal and Operational: 
SM 30, finally reduced to sald to give orlentation "UnamImous agreement on a | 
1969 6 for analysis If It reflects an attempt single policy.” p. 389 
on the part of Its maker . | 
Number of Members: 6 to facllitate achlevement 
of a group's goal by using b 9 3 
Group Composition: facts, making helpful - , 
3 support status quo; suggestions, or trying to 
3 hold most IIberal resolve conflict." p. 388 
= _____ alternative 
: a Operational: A rating on 
Length of Discuss!on: a 1-7 scale of the amount 
30 minutes of orlentation present In 
‘a given statement by a 
Task: 3 pre-selected trelned Judge. p. 389 
questions of policy. . 
Ki Ine Number of Groups: Verbal: Uses Gouran's Verbal: "Djstance from consensus." 
CSSJ 8 verbal definition of p. 46 ; 
1972 orlentation. p. 45 


_ fated high In orlentation the most agreed upon policy. For 
Group Composition: 3 behavior In past discus- example, If subjects who Initially ™ 
elther High or Low slon In one set of groups, selected alternative AAAEEE shifted 
Orlentatton and 3 Lib- while subjects rated low +o BCCCDD respectively, then alterna- 
eral and 3 Conservative. {n orlentation behavior tive C would be the most selected — 

In past discussions were policy. Since alternative B Is one 
Length of Dlscusslon" placed In other groups. position from C and since alternative 
not reported pp. 45-46, D Is two positions trom C, thls group 
; would have a total distance score 

Task: ‘prass'tected of three." p. 46 : 


ate] 
Co 


Number of Membets: . erational: "The total: number of , 
6 Operational: Subjects posltlons subjects were away from ~ 


sR 


Definition 
of Group 


Number of Members: 5 


Grou ition: 2 
members who hold status 
quo, plus 2 members who 
‘hold most Iiberal alter- 
native, and a confeder- 
ate. 


Length of Discussion: 


30 minutes 


Task: preselected 
questions of policy 


* ‘Table 2 (cont.) 


—Number_of Groups: 30 _Verbal: 
reflected an attempt on $ 


Definition of 
Orlentation 


"Behavior which 


the part of the Individ- 
ual to resolve conflict, 
facllitate achievement 

of a group's goal, make 
helpful suggestions or | 
lessen tension." p. 160 


Operational: HIGH ORIEN- 
TATION="A confederate at- 


tempts to resolve conflict, 


make helpful suggestions, 
relnforce agreement, and 
encourage participation. 
NO. ORIENTATION CONDITION 
"the confederate remains 
silent unless spoken to 
directly. 
he responded with a non- 
committal answer such as 
"| don't know." 


LOW ORIENTATION CONDITION- 


"The confederate Intens!- 
fles conflict, withheld 


Information, Insisted thet 


no agreement could be 
reached, and discouraged 
particlpation." p. 160 


. Consensus 


consensus." p, 160 


In this case, . 


Definition of 


Verbal: 
U pen 
was viewed as distance from 


"For purpose of this 


Operational: “Distance from con- 
sensus wes determined by the 
number of positions subjects 

were away from complete agreement . 
* « « each subject could move 

four positions along the scale, 

the grand total of possible f®ve- 
ment for all positions for all 

four subjects was sixteen posl- 


tions." p. 161 
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Table 2 (cont.) — ; id 
Research Def Inition Def inition. of “Definition of 
Of Group ~ Orlentation Consensus 
~ Ki tne/ Number of Groups: 6 Verbal and Operational: Verbal: "Consensus groups were 
Hul linger : "Hypothesis 2: Statements those that weee In unanimous or 
SM Number of Members: 6 — from groups which reach neer unanimous agreement, Non- 
7973 : consensus wil! show less | consensers wera those who hed 
Group Composition: 3 self orlentation than made little headway toward agree- 
persons most conserva- § statements from groups ment." p. 73 
tive/IIberal which do not reach con=-. ; 
sensus. More speci fi- (Kline and Hullinger do not report 
Length of? Discussion: cally, statements from the operational procedure they 
not reported consensus groups will |.» use to assess "near unanimous" 
contain fewer self- =. ‘or “IIttle headway" consensus 
Task: preselected referent words (|, me, groups.) ° : 
discussion questions my, mine, myself), more 


other-directed words 

- (you, your, you're) 
and more group words 
(wo, us, ours)."” p. 72 


Note: In Kilne's SM 
1970, the operational 

‘ definition of opinionated - 
statements In part were 

° statements containing 

“more of the self-reference 
words me, my, |, mine, and 
myself." Pe 284 = 


Co 
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Research Definition | - Definition of . Definition of Pa .™, 
on of Group Orlentation , Consensus ~ < 
Knutson/ | Number of Groups: 26-—~ Verbal: "“Orlentation has Verbal: "“Leve! of agreement, but 
Holdridge ; been defined as vergal not necessarlly satisfaction, | 
SM Number of Members: 5 behaviors that reflect reached by group.members fol low- 
1975 attempts on the part of - Ing the discussion of a question 
Group Compos|tion: Individuals engaged In of policy as determined by a 
subjects randomly group discussion to :re- Percelved Consensus Test." p. 111 
assigned to each solve aN alla isi : —_ 
group tate achievement of a Operational: A 6-!tem Percelve 
group's goal, make help=- § Consensus Test with wh Vac 
Length of Discussion: ful suggestions;ior — consisting of a 7-polnt scale. 
30 minutes lessén tension." p. 108 op. 111 
Task: preselected perational: Same as 
questions of policy Gouran's 1969 study ‘ t 
(a seven-point scale)... 


p. 111 


Table 3 4 ’ “~< 


| Type A (Gouran) : Type B (Fisher) 
Samppp Size 30 Groups : 10 Groups 
Size of Group N= 6 N varled from 4-12, 
Time/Ouration of . 30-45 Minutes ~ Varled 25 Minutes to 
Discusston Heurs. 
@ F 
Characteristics Class student pretested & ‘'& Stressed diversity and did - 
of Group Members stratified for attitude not control for sex, age, 
toward pol Icy: @ Status quo - soclo-economic background, © 
& 3 most IIberal). Male/ Cccupation. Class and 
female evenly divided when non-class groups. 
possible. « 
Group Task Sélected by :researchers | Task determined by Natural 
(Discussion Topic) a 7 through prefesting. ; Group. . 
Group History Studied Selected Secusnts. ee Content Analysis of Entire 
a . Discussion. — : 
Group Goal Achieve Consensus. as . Achleve Consensus. 
Group Setting | | Zero History Lab Group. Zero and On-gotng Lab and 


Fleld Groups 


LZ 


STAGES AND PHASES OF GROUP DEVELOPMENT 


Table 4 


‘Fisher (SM 1970) 


DecIston-MakIng Group 


1. Orlentattion; 
2. Conflict. 

3. Emergence. 

4. Reinforcement. 


Chesebro, Crogan & McCul Lough 
(Sw 1973) 


Schectousneseokal aing Group , 


1. Sel f-real Izatlon of p: new 
Identity. 
2. Group Identity through ; 
polarization. - 
3. New values for the groups. 
4. Relating to other revolu-. 
_ tlonary groups.’ — 


El1Is/Flsher (HCR 1975) 


Phases of Conflict In a Group 


af 


1. | | Interpersona| ° 
2. | Confrontation, 
3. Substantive. 


Mabry (HOR 1975) 


- ,_ Encounter Group 


1. Boundary-SeekIng. 
2. Ambivalence. 
3. Actualization. 


Mabry (HCR 1975). 
Doc!slon=Mak1 ng Group 


1. Latency. 
" 2. Adaptation. 
3. Integration. 
4. Goal-Attalnment. 


oe YES «. ; Teble 5 
ARRAY OF SMALL GROUP Lines OF RESEARCH OF Lig 1976"S 


Dacia SM, 1970 Mortensen, QUS, (1970 Fisher & Hawes, QUS, 1971 
. Bormann, SM, 1970: Larson, ST, 1971 Gouran, QJS, 1975 
- Gouran, ‘SH, 1970 Fisher, JC, 1971 Bochner, SM, 1974 


Le New Lines of Research 


Critical Communication Variable 


1972 HII1, CM, 1976 


Gouran, SM, 1969 . Knutson, SM, 
Kitne, SM, 1970 Leathers, SM, 1972 Balrd, ST, 1976 
Gouran & Whitehead, Kitne & Hull Inger, _Knutson & Kow!tz, 
CssJ, 1971 SM, 1973 -  * CSSJ, 1977 
Kilne, CSSJ, 1972 Knutson & Holdridge, ‘Gouran, Brown & Henry, 
; SM, 1975 : CM, 1978 
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, ve 
Process: . Communication Phases, Stages, and Instruments 


Leathers, QJS, 1969. Gouran & Balrd, SM, Salne, Schulman & Emerson, 
Fisher, SM, 1970 1972 ° SSCJ, 1974 
Fisher, JC, 1970 Stech & Goldberg, Mabry, ry, SM, 1975 
Stech, SM, 1970 SM, 1972 Mabry, HCRa, 1975 
Bostrom, SM, 1970 Rosenfeld & Jensen, Mabry, HCRD, 1975 
Leathers, SM, 1970 WS, 1972 Elf ls & Fisher, HCR, 1975 
Bodaken, Lashbrook & Chesebro, Cragan & Mc- Lustig & Grove, WS, 1975 

Champagne, WS, 1970 Cullough, SM, 1973 . Gouran & Geonetta, CSSJ, 
Leathers, cSSJ, 1 1971 Saline & Bock, SSCJ, 1973 1977 
McCroskey & WRight, Satne & Bock, CSSJ, 1973 Sorensen & McCroskey, CM 

SM, 1971 Balrd, SM, 1974 ~ woe? 

Valentine. & Fisher, SM, Sharf, CM, 1978 
i OF 1974 


Tangential: Non-Small! Group Communication Theory Bullding 


Welden, SM, 1969 . McCroskey, Young & Bell, SM, 1974 
Myers & Goldberg, JC, Scott, SM, 9972 Prentice, SM, 1975 
1970 _ Bochner & Bocheer, Norton, CM, 1976 
Burgoon, SM, 1971 SM, 1972 ~ Stech, CSSJ, 1977 
Harmon, JC, 1971 Gouran, CSSJ, 1973 Burgoon, CSSJ, 1977 
Cowell, JC, 1972 ~ Philipsen & Satine, Daly, McCroskey & Richmond, 
Ogawa & Welden, Je, . SM, 1973 WSSJ, 1977 
1972 Marr, SM, 1974 Bradley, CM, 1978 
' 410) 


Table 5 (cont.) 
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11. Continutng Lines of Research 


LeadershIp 


Gouran, CSSJ, 1971 
Larson, SM, 1971 


Sargent an Mitler, JC, 


1971 
Kwal & Fleshler, ST 
1973 | siege! 


Lumsden, CSSJ, 1974 

Rosenfeld & Plax, 
SM, 1975 

Yarby, SM, 1975 

Lashbrook;-HCR, 1975 

Rosenfeld & Fowler, 

CM, 1996. 


Downs & Pickett, CM, 1977 

Baird, SSCJ, 1977 

Wood, CM, 1977 

Bormann, Pratt & Putnam, 
CM, 1978 a 
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Discussion 


Geler, Forston, & 
Larson, WS, 1970 
Smith, SSJ, “1971 


Pedagogy 


- Bormann, ST, 1970 

Pyke & Neely, JC, 
1970 

Barker & Wahlers, 
ST, 1970 : 


_ Appibaum & Anatol, 


JC,. 1971 
Loguo, ST, 1973 
Nelson; “Pottel le, & 
Monroe, ST,’ 1974 
Jablin, Selbold, & 
Sorenson, CSSJ, 
1977 


Rundle, ST, 1971 

Shields & Kidd, ST, 
1973: 

Downs, ST, 1974 


Runkle, TS, 1974 


q 


Mears, JC, 1974 

Mabry & Rossiter, WS, 
1975 

Shuter, ts, 1975 

Taylor, ce, 1976 
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Johnson & Sharf, CE, 1976 

Hazel, CE, 1976 

Knutson, , Whealess, & 
Divers, CE, 1976 


—— 
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